What is Neurotheology? (Part 2)
The multidisciplinary field of scholarship that
seeks to understand the relationship between
the human brain and religion.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uxREBlWvxfk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7SJCDLHyeqk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w8gTH3SGqqU https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6lAzPWS1Yhc

Dr. Newberg’s longitudinal research in meditation practices.
Meditation practices actually change the brain over time.
Findings
Structures such as the frontal lobe and thalamus were different over an eight-week period of daily
meditation.
The thalamus is:
a. A central structure that helps regulate many brain processes and also
b. The primary pathway for sensory perceptions.
c. Some have even argued that the thalamus is the seat of consciousness.
If the thalamus can be affected by only eight weeks of meditation, one can imagine what might
happen to the brain when a religious individual participates in services and prayers over many years
of a lifetime.
And since the brain functions are changing, the person’s beliefs and behaviors are also changing.
The brain changes reported to be associated with religious and spiritual practices hint at how they
also reduce anxiety and depression while enhancing compassion and love.

Dr. Newberg’s exercise exploring how people define “God”
Dr. Newberg performed an informal study in which he asked people to draw a picture of God; handing out a piece
of blank paper and a pencil.
1)

Instructions
a. Draw what they thought would be representative of God.
b. Describe their drawing in one or two sentences so that we would be sure to interpret the drawing
correctly.

2)

The results of almost three hundred drawings revealed some interesting findings.
a. Approximately 20 percent conceived of God in some type of humanized form and drew God in an
anthropomorphic way, such as a person or face.
b. Approximately 33 percent drew a natural scene such as a forest or mountain with the sun in the sky, or
perhaps a picture of the galaxy.
c. Approximately 33 percent drew something abstract with circles, hearts, or swirling patterns.

3)

These results show:
a. 20 percent of our sample actually conceived of God in some type of humanized form.
b. 67 percent of our sample viewed God as a spiritual or abstract essence of the universe.
c. 13 percent of the pages we handed out were returned with nothing drawn. But these blank pages did
contain descriptions of why they were left blank.
i.
Atheists, they left it blank because they did not believe God existed, so there was nothing to draw.
(what %?)
ii. Religious people stated that God was “undrawable” and so they left it blank. (what %?)

In much the same way that the name of God is represented as the Tetragrammaton—YHVH—in Judaism, God
sometimes cannot even be conceived in any kind of human mental process.

Baylor University Research
A study by a group of researchers at Baylor University evaluated a variety of aspects related to religion
and religious beliefs. When it came to the notion of God, the researchers determined from their study that
of the almost two thousand respondents, their concepts of God could be placed into four basic categories
(although the researchers recognized that people often extended their conception of God over several
categories).
Distant

Their results suggested that the four “types of God” were:
Related to Spatial function of brain: closeness and distance
1. Authoritarian
2. Distant
Related to the Emotional function of the brain
1. Critical
2. Benevolent

Authoritarian

Benevolent

Critical

Possible practical applications of neuroscience.
1. Perhaps we can learn something from neuroscientific or psychological analyses that might help better determine
why some people are enticed by highly negative doctrines that espouse hate and violence. And perhaps we might
be able to find ways of redirecting individuals down more constructive and positive paths.
2. It would be fascinating to try to repeat the Baylor study with an entirely Jewish population to see the similarities
and differences with other traditions or within the different denominations.
3. Adding neuroscientific data might provide a new perspective on various questions.
a. It might be highly useful for rabbis to consider engaging their congregation in questions about the definition
of religion and spirituality, the beliefs people have about God, or the nature of free will.
b. Understanding what traditions, stories, and holidays are the most meaningful and important to people
might provide rabbis a useful guide for the development of future liturgy and synagogue programs.
c. Consider how to utilize neurotheological data to affect future liturgy. For example, current data suggests that
the human brain has a working memory capacity of approximately four or five “chunks” of information. This
means that a person can typically remember or work with only a few pieces of information at a time.
Keeping sermons short and emphasizing four or five key points are likely to be the most effective and
remembered for their impact.

Possible practical applications of neuroscience, cont.
4. Other data suggests that slowing down speech makes it easier to remember and incorporate into your thoughts and
beliefs.

5. In addition, focusing on simple breathing techniques can result in powerful brain changes and experiences.
When Dr. Newberg presented on neurotheology at a local synagogue, the congregation decided to perform the Sh’ma in a
slightly different way. Each word was said using a single breath. Thus, everyone took a deep breath in and recited the next
word as they exhaled all the way out.

This dramatically slowed the pace of the prayer and allowed people to deeply focus on its meaning. Many people
commented to Dr. Newberg later on that it was a highly powerful prayer experience.

Are we "hard-wired" for God?
Dr. Andrew Newberg:
“The term "hard-wired" suggests that we were purposefully designed that way. Neuroscience cannot answer the
question of purposeful design.
However, what we can say is that the brain has two primary functions that can be considered from either a
biological or evolutionary perspective. These two functions are self-maintenance and self-transcendence. The
brain performs both of these functions throughout our lives. It turns out that religion also performs these two same
functions.
So, from the brain's perspective, religion is a wonderful tool because religion helps the brain perform its primary
functions. Unless the human brain undergoes some fundamental change in its function, religion and God
will be here for a very long time.”
Neuroscience does not and cannot answer whether or not God exists.
Whether this belief is ultimately a consequence of random evolution, divinely designed evolution, or programmed
into the first human is not a question that neuroscience answers.

